PROGRESS REPORT ON FARM LABOR PROGRAM 


A rather extensive survey of the seasonal farm labor situation in the San 
Joaquin Valley was made during November and the first two weeks of December, 1955. 


The "Grapes of Wrath" pattern is almost a thing of the past. The dominant 
pattern now is one of small "shack towns." This shift came about for a number of 
reasons, chief of which is the present welfare laws that require residence. Other 
contributing factors are enforcement of school attendance laws and the economic 
prosperity in which our country is now basking. Coupled with these factors is of 
course the universal desire to settle down on a piece of land. Many landowners 
are now subdividing parcels of less productive land for sale on easy terms. One 
sign reads: Lots 100 x 210 $5.00 down $1.00 a week. 


This general trend is graphically revealed in the population figures of the 
Linnell Farm Labor Camp of the Tulare County Housing Authority. Nine years ago 
the low figures ran around 1100 whereas the 1955 low was 530. The middle of Janu- 
ary is the low season of each year. The population during peak harvest seasons 
show the same trend. In short, the typical seasonal farm laborer travels no fur- 
ther to his work than the average industrial worker or urban commuter. 


The vanishing migrant notwithstanding the annual earnings of the seasonal 
farm laborer is low. One study places the average family income at $1,78.00. 
This is due to the seasonal nature of the work, always subject to the weather. 
(Cotton picking was at a standstill between December 22nd and January 28th due to 
general fogginess in the Valley.) The higher wages of industry, steadier employ- 
ment, fringe benefits, shater hours, and the increased security that comes with 
these factors have siphoned off a large proportion of the farm labor supply, leav- 
ing a vacuum that is being filled by the contract national. 


Several studies show that by far the largest proportion of the white seasonal 
farm labor population are recent arrivals to California, about 80% having arrived 
in the State during the last five or six years. Very few are second generation. 
This is not true of the "minority" groups. Many Mexican-American families have 
worked the crops for generations. The Negro farm worker falls somewhere between 
these extremes. The Negro group is fluid in this respect. During periods of peak 
industrial employment they work in industry. Being the first laid off, they move 
immediately back to farm work. 


The fruit tramp of today ~- those who follow the crops from border to border -- 
are of two types. The largest group is composed of single men, typically alcoholics. 
These men generally winter in the skid-row areas of the larger cities, living on 
their savings and/or pension checks. The other major group is composed of families 
who have permanent homes and work in industry during the winter months and follow 
the harvest during the summer. Large families can make very high wages during 
periods of peak harvest. 


It is estimated that the 1956 seasonal farm labor force in California will 
be composed of 90,000 contract rationals, 0,000 wetbacks, and 185,000 citizens. 
of this latter group about 60,000 will be "migrant" and 125,000 will be local 
residents. The number of contract nationals has increased each year. Supposedly 
this increase is the result of local high employment but it should be noted that 
ranchers have a preference for the national because of the close supervision given 
them. The system takes care of everything -- there are no personnel problems. 
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The foregoing facts seem to dictate two aspects for the program: (1) The 
"migrant" is almost non-existent. The few that remain might be termed socio- 
pathological. A program of individual counselling would be required to reach this 
group. The large body of the population suffering from the ills of the "factory 
farm'' is resident in shack-towns. The community approach can be most helpful to 
these seasonal farm workers, (2) Factors that affect the agricultural economy 
of the country are primarily responsible for the situation that exists. Therefore, 
a close watch should be kept on agricultural legislation and other legislation 
affecting the farm labor force, i.e. welfare, health, education, safety, etc. 


Several areas of the Central Valley were considered as possible locations for 
the project. Some were eliminated because the farm pattern was shifting from in- 
dustrial farms to family farms, or the area was developing as an industrial food 
processing area, Areas of one crop farming were eliminated because of a belief 
that areas offering the maximum number of crop-working days gave promise of more 
stable community life. An area was sought where few or no "outside" agencies were 
at work; where there were a large number of "shack towns;" where an expression of 
cooperation was expressed by local agencies; where there was active interest in 
and facilities for adult education. 


The search ended with Tulare County. According to the Rural Development 
Home Adviser of the Agriculture Extension Service, Tulare County has over 0 shack 
towns. The county raises more crops than any other of the State. The Public 
Health, Welfare, Schools, Agriculture Extension, and Housing Authority personnel 
have expressed interest in the project. The comment of one observer that Tulare 
County is to California as South Carolina is to the Nation, it must be admitted, 
added weight to the selection of Tulare County. 


Methods of orientation and ways of gaining acceptance by the seasonal farm 
labor group was given serious consideration. Theoretically the soundest method 
would be in the role of a farm labor contractor. The successful contractor must 
have the respect of both labor and management, and at the same time is in a posi- 
tion to influence both groups. However the contractor is to a certain extent an 
agricultural specialist. Skills and knowledge of local practices must be acquired 
before this avenue can be followed. The tried and true method, visitation to spots 
of community in-gathering, i.e. general store and the like, was thought to be the 
best method to follow in this situation. This method provides insight into the 
qualities of local leadership before any community project is undertaken. It was 
hoped that introductions into some groups might be made by school personnel and 
other county agency persons who have already made contact in the course of normal 
community function. 


There are many of these so-called "shack towns" in the Valley. Some are very 
old, dating to the early settlement of the county. But generally speaking they 
are the "aging" of the tent cities of the depression period. Others are in the 
process of forming. Because of the stigma attached to the "migrant" many of these 
settlements have never become integrated into the structure of the county. This 
is only partly due to the apathy of the "we" group. A large part of the reason 
for this isolation is due to a feeling of insecurity, timidity, and lack of confi- 
dence on the part of the "they" group. 


Therefore it seems the function of this project is to help these settlements 
receive their full share of public services; to enrich their community life; to 
spark confidence and initiative in themselves and an understanding of their role 
as children of God. To do this it is not possible to go into a settlement with 
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This meeting was one of the most unique ever experienced by this writer. It 
was opened with "J want His light to shine on me" and an accompanied prayer. Robert 
Henry did an excellent job of portraying the steps necessary to follow in achieving 
a Service District. Then followed a period of discussion marked with a spirit of 
brotherhood that is rarely experienced. There was no feeling of urgency to make 
decisions, but rather an eagerness for everyone to understand every detail. ‘There 
was a feeling of being in the presence of first century Christians. 


At the second meeting of the community the Teveston Improvement Association 
was organized and committees elected to function in various areas. The boundary 
committee has already -started to function. Maps were secured from the Court House 
and a boundary marked out. Each member of the committee is helping to survey 
every person owning property in the boundary to get their reaction to the proposed 
water district. 


[It is too early to predict the outcome of this project but judging from the 
spirit with which it started, it marks the birth of a community. 


Other settlements where work will be undertaken as the way opens are: 


Allensworth 


Shortly after the War-Between-the-States a Col. Allensworth came to Califomia 
with his land certificates and laid claim to a section of Tulare County. He billed 
this development as the Negro Mecca of the U.S. and sold lots to people as far 
away as South Carolina and Massachusetts. Ironically enough the land he selected 
was alkaline and no water was available. In later years the public water projects 
by-passed the area, Today Allensworth is the home of some 80 families. The com- 
munity sports a school (one teacher, Tuskeegee trained, for the eight grades), two 
churches and a railroad crossing. The first visit to Allensworth was on a foggy 
day but it still remains one of the most desolate spots I have ever seen. Much 
could be done here -- anything would be an improvement. 


New London 


One of the early subdivisions of this area to be made available to seasonal 
farm workers is known as New London. Some of the purchasers have done well -- 
many have gone into industry. Others are still having difficulty adjusting to the 
social and economic pressures of the day. The principal of the school serving this 
area says that 10% of the children from this area get free lunches now and the num- 
ber will increase before farm work opens up in the spring. 


Bard McAllister 


February 15, 1956 


